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Covington: The Chicago Cubs Come to Tampa

The Tampa Bay Hotel as it appeared on a postcard at the turn of the century.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

THE CHICAGO CUBS COME TO TAMPA
by James W. Covington

During its years of greatest glory between 1891 and 1920, the Tampa Bay Hotel was the
principal stimulus for tourists to come to Tampa. It represented the grand hotels of the United
States with spacious grounds, comfortable rooms, long and wide verandas, good food and
suitable entertainment including a bar, professional hunter, boats, golf course, tennis courts and a
casino where well-known actors and singers performed. In addition to these attractions, Henry B.
Plant, builder and owner of the Tampa Bay Hotel, sponsored the first South Florida Fairs on land
that he owned northwest of the hotel. In order to house the exhibits, an exhibition hall was built
and race track constructed for the horse races common to such fairs.1

After the death of Plant in 1899, the fairs temporarily ceased, but local boosters soon
developed other attractions. When the Tampa Bay Hotel came under the ownership of the City of
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The veranda of the Tampa Bay Hotel shown on a 1905 postcard.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

Tampa in 1905, it was annually leased to a manager who took the lead in organizing events. The
Florida State Fairs were instituted for two years in 1905 and 1906 with state aid, but after poor
attendance the fairs were discontinued. Still, the manager of the hotel, T. J. Laud-Brown,
continued the celebration of Gasparilla Day and the parade which had been part of the fair, and
he did his best to promote other celebrations and conventions that would bring guests to his
hotel. The Panama Canal Celebration in 1910 and the Census Celebration of 1911 were two of
the festivals held by Laud-Brown to attract visitors. Besides use of the fairgrounds area as a
festival center, Plant Field served the community as a landing field for airplanes, race track for
horses and motorcycles and playing field for baseball.
Leading citizens of Tampa searched for a way to attract more tourists to their city. Jacksonville
had become the first Florida city to lure a major league baseball team for spring training, and
such a team might be suitable for Tampa. The baseball teams had been training in warmer
climates for many years before opening their regular season. In 1899 the Chicago National
League team had trained on a ranch located between Deming and Silver City, New Mexico. As a
result of this time spent on the western ranch, some of the Chicago fans called the members of
the team Cowboys or Rough Riders.2
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The Chicago Cubs’ acclaimed infield of (from left to right) Harry Steinfeldt, third base; Joe
Tinker, shortstop; John Evers, second base; and Frank Chase, first base.
Photograph from American Baseball by David Quentin Voight.

In April, 1912, the city council of Tampa approved a measure stating that Tampa had suitable
facilities as a training place for a major league team, and the council authorized Mayor D. B.
McKay to enter into correspondence with Charles Murphy, owner of the Chicago Cubs. Mayor
McKay formed a Booster’s Committee to raise the necessary funds so that cash offers to pay the
expenses of the Cubs could be made. The sum of $100 for each of the thirty-five players was
required, and in addition, other expenses had to be met. However, it was hoped that sale of
tickets would provide enough to pay back the businessmen who made the pledges. Finally, a
contract was signed between Murphy and the Booster’s Club in a meeting held on December 31,
1912, in the Board of Trade rooms in the city hall. Tampa had the distinction of winning the
competition for the Cubs’ training site with other cities such as Galveston, Texas, and St.
Petersburg. Although St. Petersburg had many rooming houses and no major hotel, her citizens
secured the St. Louis Browns in 1914.3
According to one baseball authority, Murphy was an erratic owner who, due to misconduct,
would be forced from his position by the other owners within one year. However, the Chicago
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Frank Chance.

team had done well in 1906, 1907, 1908 and 1910, winning championships in these years with
the famous Tinker to Evers to Chance combination. By 1912 the Cubs had gone into a decline.
When John McGraw of the New York Giants received $8,000 for managing his team, Manager
Chance protested that he received only $5,000. He was released, and Evers took his place. In
another radical change, Murphy announced that the players would not be allowed to smoke or
drink and they would have rigid times for curfew and breakfast.4
Meanwhile, in Tampa plans were being made for the coming of the Cubs who would leave
Chicago on February 15,1913. A permanent organization called the Mid-Winter Baseball
Association was formed to organize a schedule for the Cubs and sell and distribute tickets. Soon
it was announced that the Havana Athletics, composed of some players who had competed in
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American colleges, would play three games
against the Cubs. Posters advertising the games of
February 24, 26, and 28 were displayed
throughout Tampa, and tickets which cost $5 for
the entire schedule of eleven games were available
at twenty outlets, mostly cigar stands.5
Although Plant Field had a baseball diamond,
the committee decided to upgrade the facilities to
first-class status by making some rather hurried
improvements. The area had been cut in half by
the extension of Cass Street across the
Hillsborough River, but there still was
considerable room for the fair and athletic
activities.
Steve
Kissinger,
appointed
groundskeeper for the ball park, tore out sod from
the race track oval and placed it on the diamonds.
Convicts, assigned to the work project, installed
plumbing for or showers and toilets and laid
cement for floors and walls, and other convicts
brought in clay to fill low spots along the playing
surface. Within a short time the groundskeeper
from Chicago Westside Ballpark came to
supervise the laying out of two baseball
diamonds.6

Joe Tinker (left) and Johnny Evers (right.).

On February 15, 1913, a crowd of one hundred fans dressed in heavy winter clothing gathered
at the Park Row Railroad Station in Chicago to watch the Cubs (previously known as the Spuds
and Trojans) leave for Tampa. Climbing aboard the two Pullman cars were five catchers, thirteen
pitchers, one first baseman, two second basemen, two third basemen, four shortstops, nine
outfielders, one first baseman, two second basemen, four shortstops, nine outfielders, one trainer,
one manager and approximately ten reporters. It would be a tedious forty-eight hour trip in the
unairconditioned Pullmans, but the trip was worth it for soon snow would fall in Chicago.7
Members of the Tampa Winter Baseball Association greeted the party from Chicago at the
railroad station when the Seaboard train arrived at the station in the late afternoon of February
17. The new arrivals were taken to the Tampa Bay Hotel where Mayor D. B. McKay greeted
them. At the hotel first evidence surfaced that Tampa had not fully prepared for this visit when it
was found that President Murphy had not made room reservations for his players, but the hotel
staff secured rooms for the unexpected thirty-six guests. The Chicago writers were given guest
privileges to various Tampa clubs including the German Club, Elks, Tampa Yacht Club and
Board of Trade. On the following night they were guests of the city baseball organization at
Garcia’s Restaurant where Peter O. Knight, a prominent attorney, and Ed Lambright, editor of
the Tribune, spoke to the group.8
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In the bright sunshine on the morning of
February 19, the Cubs began their daily workout.
Soon they discovered that they were not in shape
and that their facilities were not ready either. Due
to heavy rains the ground was too soft and spongy,
and the roller had done a poor job on the infield.
In addition, the showers were not finished, there
was no hot water and the players had to walk back
to the hotel and bathe in their rooms which had hot
water. Mayor D. B. McKay ordered emergency
over-time work to get the grounds in shape WKH
infield was cleared and resodded with Bermuda
grass in the center and clay from the race track on
the base paths, better drains were dug and showers
and lockers were constructed in the Woman’s
Building of the fairgrounds. Twenty-two boxes
with eight seats in each for fans who wished better
seating were installed, and the bleacher seats were
placed in position. While these changes were
being made, the pitchers were able to work out,
but the others played soccer and basket ball and
ran around the race track. Due to heavy rains on
the 18th and 19th, workouts were very brief. Large
numbers of hotel guests who came to watch the
shortened practices included William Jennings
D.B. McKay as he looked in the 1920s.
Bryan who was a guest at the hotel for his
Chautauqua talk at the Tampa Bay Casino. Within
the space of several weeks, Bryan would assume
the position of Secretary of State in President Woodrow Wilson’s cabinet.9
The Havana Athletics, eighteen in number and travelling on the Mascotte from Havana, landed
on February 20 at Port Tampa. They were greeted by Consul Rafael M. Ybor and members of
the Cuban community and escorted to the Tampa Bay Hotel where they stayed. On the following
day they used one of the two fields for practice.10

https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol8/iss1/5

6

Covington: The Chicago Cubs Come to Tampa

The grandstand at Plant Field.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

Although the first game scheduled for February 24 was rained out, a crowd of 5,000 to 6,000
people gathered on the 26th and saw the Cubs win 4-2. The large crowd, which was nearly
one-half Cuban, set a record for athletic contests in Tampa and posed a problem for those who
had planned the game since not enough ticket sellers had been hired. Some fans sneaked into the
game through open fences. In addition to long automobile and ticket-selling lines, people found
many mistakes in the printed program. There should have been better planning for sixty-nine
busLQHVVILUPVKDGSURPLVHGWRFORVHHDUO\IRUWKHJDPH$GPLVVLRQSULFHVZHUHQRWYHU\KLJK 
25 and 50 cents for bleachers, 75 cents for grandstand and one dollar for box seats. The hardware
firm of Knight and Wall donated the balls, and the Tampa Municipal Band played tunes for the
fans. In the remaining two games the Cubans were beaten again, 12-4 and 17-1. The crowds
were good for these final games because some cigar factories dismissed their work force early
for the games.11
The players appeared to like the Tampa Bay area. At least four decided to adopt Florida as a
winter home, and one purchased a thirty-acre farm where he cleared the land and put in six acres
of orange trees. Fred Toney caught two fourteen-pound fish from the Hillsborough River which
he exhibited on the porch of the Tampa Bay Hotel. Seven players wanting to have a little fun
with a more serious team mate staged a fake badger-bulldog fight, which was illegal and led to
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Tampa’s Plant Field with a baseball diamond set up.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

the “arrest” of the player who was quickly released by the Tampa police who were in on the
joke. Several fans gave a fighting cock named Tampa to Manager Evers who kept it in his
room.12
After the series of games with the Cubans had taken place, the Mid-Winter, Baseball
Committee could not schedule any more suitable games for there were no other major league
teams training nearby. One game was played with the soldiers at Fort Dade on Egmont Key after
the Cubs traveled to the site on a crowded steamer, but the remaining games were intrasquad
ones with the regulars against the substitutes. In order to stimulate some enthusiasm both among
the fans and players, Manager Stanford of the hotel invited the University of Florida Glee Club
to sing for the Cubs, and he awarded a silver cup as a prize to the team that won the most
games.13
Although from the beginning of training, the Cubs liked Tampa and wanted a five-year
contract, the city government was reluctant to renew the pact. Attendance had fallen rapidly after
the thorough defeats given to the Havana Athletics, and admission was reduced to 25 cents for
the final games. It was estimated that the association lost from $500 to $800 on the spring
training season. Finally, on March 19, 1913, a five-year contract was signed. After finishing the
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games at Tampa, the Cubs left on a special train which took them back to Chicago with game
stops at Jacksonville, Chattanooga, Memphis, Nashville, Louisville, Indianapolis and the
University of Chicago where the regulars played the reserves. The change to Tampa did not help
the Cubs for they had won 91 games and lost 59 in 1912 and they fell to an 88 and 65 record in
1913. Still, they were the first of many teams to train in the Tampa Bay area throughout the
years. Plant Field would remain the spring training grounds of several teams, including the
Cincinnati Reds, until the opening of Al Lopez Field in the early 1960s.14
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